applications. This article will concentrate on packages aimed specifically at the veterinary market, rather than more general business applications. Examples have been chosen to illustrate the breadth of material available; some additional examples are included in the boxes. Some of the simplest facilities available are e-mail and discussion groups. Use of these depends on having appropriate e-mail software, a connection (modem) from your computer to the Internet, and subscribing to a service provider (a company which distributes any messages you send and provides access to the Internet). Another cost will be using the phone lines (although this is often charged only at local rates). The strengths of CLIVE include its large base of authoring expertise, drawing on lecturers from all the UK veterinary schools. Additionally there are experts in computing and instructional design involved with the project, ensuring that the final products are of high quality in both educational and production terms.
FACILITIES FOR
The distribution of CLIVE products will be handled by a commercial publisher, possibly being CD-ROM-based, and when discussions are finalised (in the near future) the details will be announced through the CLIVE Web site. The CLIVE project has an excellent and professional-looking Web site, from which much more detailed information is available.
International Veterinary
Information Centre (IVIC) Anyone who has used the Internet and World Wide Web will be aware of some of the major limitations of these networks. First, and perhaps of greatest importance, is that although there is a wealth of information available it can be very difficult to find what is needed, or even what exists. The sheer size of the network can cause real problems in tracking down relevant data, leading to hours of wasted time aimlessly 'surfing' through the Internet index systems. Another problem with large open networks is that they present a security risk, and many computer systems remain vulnerable to deliberate interference or unauthorised access by other computer users. Anyone who has ever attempted to retrieve large amounts of data, such as high resolution images, from the Internet will be aware that such files can take a very long time to be transferred between computers.
IVIC is a dedicated veterinary computer network which consists of a central hub of computers, to which veterinary practices, veterinaryrelated companies, universities and other relevant users can be linked. In this way it has similarities to the Internet, but with several advantages for veterinary users. The content is strictly veterinary-related, making data and services easier to locate, security is much better since IVIC is a closed veterinary network, and the service is fast due to utilisation of the digital telephone network.
IVIC provides a wide variety of services, including communications via e-mail, events calendars, news, electronic publications, literature searching, drug data, continuing education, and various forums. Laboratory results can be delivered by e-mail from participating laboratories, and services or products are
In Practice * J U N E 1 9 9 7 I Front screen menu selection for IVIC. The on-screen menu can take the user to educational software, company information, news or on-line catalogues. The 'Practice' button allows IVIC to link with existing accounts or other software which may already be in use. The system is very flexible In Practice * J U N E 1 9 9 7 m---- 
Vetstream
Vetstream is a Cambridge-based company which has been under development since the late 1980s. The Vetstream project was initiated in response to the information overload facing veterinary surgeons. The project is an ambitious one, since it aims to provide all the information that a vet in practice might need, in an up to date form, for immediate access at any time.
The information is supplied as species-based CD-ROMs which are updated every two months. The canine CD was launched in March 1997. Its content is encyclopaedic, and is written to certificate level and peer-reviewed by a team of 60 clinicians. The information is comprehensively cross-referenced and includes text enhanced by sound (such as heart sounds), video (surgical procedures, ultrasound sequences) and pictures (radiographs, gross lesions). A database of appropriate drugs based on the cascade system can be used to find appropriate licenced products, along with data sheets and additional information from the BSAVA formulary and the manufacturers.
Information can also be searched for by presenting sign, allowing construction of a differential diagnosis list, with information on diagnostic tests and treatment options. The information obtained from a search can be saved and printed out, and each user can customise the system to suit their own needs.
The information can, of course, be used for continuing educational purposes, but its main aim is to provide ready access to critical information at the time it is needed. It is easy to envisage how this type of system could fit into the consulting room, providing on-the-spot support for both junior and senior practitioners. Aside from the annual subscription there are no further costs. The software is welldesigned and easy to use, with thoroughly professional presentation. To access these pages, those with e-mail need only additional software (a browser) which is usually provided free, or at low cost, from the Internet service provider. For those without e-mail, the costs include a modem, fixed subscription to a service provider, and the telephone bills arising from use of the telephone line (most calls are charged at local rates). Once connected to the Internet, you can retrieve information from millions of other connected computers, on almost any topic, if you know or can find where to go! Vet Web provides shortcuts (fixed links) to popular sources of veterinary information.
Vet Web is independent, and provides a database of relevant information related to continuing professional development topics, with links to universities, veterinary societies and other areas of interest to veterinary practitioners. There is the opportunity to book events directly, using pages which automatically mail the booking information to the event organiser. Society pages can be made available, either openly or restricted by password to that society's members. Vet Web has facilities for open e-mail discussions, pages for individual vets (including areas of personal expertise, referral services, and so on) and pages of information for veterinary practices (practice profiles). It also has facilities for conducting questionnaires which may be used for research.
C-* Multimedia computer prices tumble weekly, and vary markedly according to specification, but expect to pay from around f1000 * Lifelearn products vary from f25 for small animal case simulations, to f195 for modular tutorials (CD-I or CD-ROM and text) * IVIC connection (IVIC software, installation, ISDN line installation and internal bridge) costs from £1330. Subscription is £60 a month for unlimited numbers of users on one site. There is a new low-start subscription fee of £27.50 per month (for a practice site with unlimited users, and up to 10 hours use per month). All telephone calls are charged at local call rates * Vetstream subscription costs £95 a month for a practice, with CD-ROM updates every two months * Focus On: Veterinary Science and Medicine. 12 issues on diskette for US$240 * Animal Information Management: CANID Aus$650 (student $120), Aus$490 (Student $100), PHYTOX Aus$300 (student $60)
DON'T GET LEFT BEHIND
There are many quality products designed specifically for veterinary users. Since they have different aims and purposes, direct comparisons between products are not always possible, and it may well be that a practice or individual would decide to take up several products.
No doubt more ideas will appear aimed specifically at the veterinary market, and so it is tempting to wait and see what comes along. The problem with waiting for future developments is that this is a field which is continually improving, and so there is never a final point at which one can make a definitive evaluation of what is available.
What is certain is that if you wait long enough, you will eventually be left behind. So go ahead and make those tentative first steps, and you will probably be pleasantly surprised! Animal Information Management
